


The Relationship Between Business Ethics, Corporate Social Responsibility and Organisational Performance

Business ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR) have become increasingly important in how modern organisations operate in complex and highly scrutinised environments (Carroll, 2021). Business ethics refers to the moral principles that guide organisational behaviour, including fairness, integrity and accountability (Needle and Burns, 2019), while CSR extends these responsibilities to stakeholders and wider society, reflecting the broader role organisations play in society and the environment (Carroll, 2021). The Triple Bottom Line framework, which focuses on people, planet and profit, extends traditional measures of organisational success by incorporating social and environmental impact alongside financial performance (Elkington, 1997). 
This essay argues that ethical behaviour and CSR can enhance business performance through trust, reputation and sustainability. However, this relationship is not always straightforward, as some organisations continue to perform strongly despite ethical concerns. This will be explored using Microsoft, Google and Amazon.
Stakeholder theory suggests that organisations should consider the interests of a range of stakeholders rather than focusing only on shareholder interests (Freeman, 1984), a perspective that has been further developed in later research (Freeman, 2004). 
Carroll (1991) conceptualises CSR as a framework consisting of economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic responsibilities, showing how organisations must balance profit with broader social obligations.
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Figure 1: CSR Pyramid (Carroll, 1991)
Carroll’s (1991) CSR pyramid links closely with the Triple Bottom Line framework, where organisational success is evaluated not only financially, but also through social and environmental outcomes (Elkington, 1997).
The Triple Bottom Line framework emphasises three key dimensions: social impact (people), environmental responsibility (planet) and financial performance (profit), seen in practice through organisational strategies and real-world examples (Elkington, 1997).
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Figure 2: Triple Bottom Line (Elkington, 1997)

Further developments of stakeholder theory suggest that effectively managing stakeholder relationships can become a source of competitive advantage (Freeman et al., 2010). Porter and Kramer (2011) argue that organisations can create “shared value” by integrating social and environmental considerations into core business strategy. However, the relationship between ethics, CSR and performance is not always consistent, as organisations may adopt different strategic approaches depending on their industry, objectives and market position.
Microsoft provides a strong example of how ethical practices and CSR can support business performance. The company has placed a clear focus on responsible artificial intelligence (AI), aiming to ensure that its technologies are developed and used in a fair, transparent and accountable way (Microsoft, 2025). Alongside this, Microsoft has committed to becoming carbon negative by 2030 and to removing all historical carbon emissions by 2050, demonstrating a commitment to environmental sustainability (Microsoft, 2025). This approach has also supported the growth of Microsoft Azure, a key revenue driver, while aligning with empirical evidence from Eccles et al. (2014), who found that organisations with strong sustainability practices tend to outperform others over the long term. This suggests that Microsoft operates across all four levels of Carroll’s (1991) CSR pyramid, particularly in how it balances ethical and environmental responsibilities.
In contrast, Google shows a more complex relationship between ethics, CSR and business performance. Google has faced regulatory scrutiny related to data privacy and competition laws, raising concerns about accountability and transparency. These issues reflect wider challenges in managing stakeholder expectations and ethical responsibilities within large organisations (Wang et al., 2016). Google has invested heavily in sustainability initiatives, including its commitment to achieving 24/7 carbon-free energy and maintaining 100% renewable energy matching globally (Google, 2025). The company has also reduced data centre energy emissions while continuing to expand its operations, reflecting efforts to balance environmental responsibility with business growth. These actions indicate a strategic use of CSR to manage reputational risk rather than purely ethical intent.
Despite these ethical challenges, Google continues to dominate the global search and digital advertising markets. Strong market position, innovation and scale can offset some of the negative effects of ethical concerns. However, this raises questions about whether CSR genuinely drives performance or is secondary to market dominance, suggesting shared value is not always prioritised in practice (Porter and Kramer, 2011). Therefore, Google demonstrates that the relationship between ethics, CSR and performance is not always direct but influenced by a range of internal and external factors. This highlights tensions between legal and ethical responsibilities within Carroll’s (1991) CSR framework.
Amazon presents a contrasting example, where high levels of business performance exist alongside ongoing ethical concerns. The company has been widely criticised for its labour practices, particularly in relation to working conditions within its warehouses, including high productivity targets, employee monitoring and disputes over workers forming trade unions. These challenges highlight the complexity of balancing stakeholder interests and organisational priorities in CSR practices (Wang et al., 2016). At the same time, Amazon has introduced sustainability initiatives, including commitments to net-zero carbon emissions, supplier decarbonisation programmes and investments in renewable energy (Amazon, 2024). However, these initiatives are often viewed as secondary to its focus on efficiency, cost leadership and customer satisfaction.
Amazon’s business model, which prioritises speed, scale and convenience, has enabled it to achieve significant market dominance and strong financial performance. Operational efficiency and customer-focused strategies can drive success even when ethical concerns are present. It also reflects tensions within the Triple Bottom Line framework, where economic performance may take precedence over social and ethical responsibilities. Amazon appears to prioritise economic responsibility over ethical and philanthropic responsibilities, reflecting the hierarchy within Carroll’s (1991) CSR pyramid. This highlights an imbalance within the Triple Bottom Line, where economic performance (profit) is prioritised over social responsibilities (people), despite some progress in environmental initiatives (planet).
Overall, the relationship between business ethics, CSR and performance is complex and context dependent. These findings reflect wider academic debates on whether CSR directly drives performance or mainly supports long-term sustainability (Wang et al., 2016). This is further supported by Eccles et al. (2014), who found that organisations with strong sustainability practices tend to outperform others over the long term. This supports Carroll’s (2021) argument that CSR has evolved into a strategic and integral component of modern business practice.
In conclusion, this essay has examined the relationship between business ethics, CSR and business performance using Microsoft, Google and Amazon as case studies. It has shown that ethics and CSR can enhance performance, but their impact is not always consistent. While Microsoft demonstrates alignment between CSR and performance, Amazon highlights a more profit-driven approach, with Google positioned between these extremes. This further reinforces the complexity of the relationship, as organisations can still achieve strong performance despite ethical concerns.
Therefore, the impact of ethics and CSR on business performance depends on industry context, strategic priorities and market position. While ethics and CSR are becoming increasingly important in modern business, they should be understood as part of a wider set of factors that influence organisational success.
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